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Before proceeding any further perhaps I ought to explain what I
mean when I speak of the ' origins' of Burmese drama. A great deal
of confusion can result through the vagueness of the term * origins'.
By it I mean that point where the drama has taken some definite
shape as drama, and not merely as dramatic elements. If we were to
consider as origins all prehistoric dramatic elements in the life and
customs of the nation, it would lead us nowhere. The worship of the
nats in some form or other must have been developed by the tribes
that first settled in Burma. And as religious ritual leads to music
and dancing among primitive people, the worship led to the develop-
ment of Burmese music and dancing. But we cannot take music and
dancing as the origins of drama. No doubt music and dancing
are necessary for the rise of a drama, but speech is necessary too, and
yet we cannot say that the first attempt of man to express himself was
the real origin of drama. It is vital to distinguish mere dramatic
elements from true drama. In this connexion, Dr Keith's treatment
of the origins of Sanskrit drama is enlightening. Many had contended
before him that the Sanskrit drama had its origins in Vedic ritual.
Dr Keith, however, rejects the theory. He recognizes the dramatic
elements in Vedic ritual, but he recognizes them as such and not as
the origins of the drama. No doubt the dramatic elements in the
ritual gave some idea of the dramatic to the Indian people, but the
drama did not arise out of them. It arose only when the great Indian
epics had spread all over the country, for the true origin of the drama
was in the recitation of the epics. With regard to Burmese drama,
although the elements of the dramatic existed in the worship of the
spirits and in various folk customs and folk feasts, the origin of the
true drama was in the religious pageants and the Nibhatkhin.

(c) Ridgeway puts forward the tree in the middle of the 'stage*
as evidence of the fact that the drama developed out of the nat wor-
ship. He contends that the tree is a symbol of the nat, because nats
live in trees. He quotes from Colonel Yule's account of his embassy
to Burma where the latter described a Burmese play in progress.
There was no actual stage in those days. The play was given in the
centre of an open place or yard, and the space for the actors was
marked off. In the centre of that space was a tree. The ambassador
inquired as to the purpose of the tree, but he was given a * somewhat
vague answer' that it represented a forest. He was not satisfied and
put forward the theory that there must have been some belief connect-
ed with the tree, for it was present on all the occasions on which he